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Montgomery assesses

u Cuts to state aid ‘couid've
heen worse, officials say

BY SeAN R. Sepam
AND JANEL Davis
STAFF WRITERS

ANNAPOLIS - Montgomery
County stands to lose millions in
state aid for schools, electric utiti
ty grants, roads and open space
ander a budget plan passed by
state lawmnakers last week,

Montgomery i$ not alone,
Counties around the state are
scrarobling to assess what a slew
of tax increases and budget cuts
mezan for them.

In Montgomcry, carly assess-
ments show the county losing a
possible $9.8 million i school
operating fund, $2.7 million in
elecrric wiility grants, $2.7 mil-
lion in Program Open Space
money and $1.1 imillion in high-
way usel fees, said Joseph F
Beach, Montgomery County’s
budget director.

The cuts to Program Open
Space will affect the constarction
budger of the county’s Park and
Planning Deparunent, he said.

Before the special legislative
session that ended Nowv. 19,
Montgomery County projected a
$308 million revenue shortfall for
next year. By this week, the gap
had grown to almost $401 mil-
lion.

Reductions in state aid will
force county leaders to strike a
halance, sald County  Council
Vice President #ichael J. Knapp
(D-Dist. 2) of Germantown.

“My goat in the coming year
will be to minimize the impact on

amage from the special session
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The Departinent of Legistative Services projects riet losses in ocal rev-
enue-and state aid to all countics and Baltimore city at $248,064,400,
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taxpayers while recognizing that
our residents and taxpayers want
o see as high a level of service as
we can provide,” said Knapp, who
is expected to be elected council
president in Decembet.

What the county faces

On Nov. 21, County Executive
Tsiah Leggett (D) tald the County
Council in’a letler that revenues
for fiscal 2008 and 2009 are down
almost $175 million, due largely
o ower income, reordation and
ransfer tax revenues,

After the special session
adjourned tast week, Leggen said
“everything was on the table” ©
balance the county’s budget,
irctuding tax and fee increases.

“I am reluctant to consider
these options now due to recent
actions by the state to increase
the tax burden on Montgomery
County residents and business-
es,” he wrote,
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‘When the House of Delegates
added an increase in the person-
al income fax exemption o Gov.
Martin {'Malley’s tax plan, local
govermment officials were caught
oft guard.

The change increases the per-
sonal income tax exemption from
$2,400 to $3,200 and ¢reaies a
sliding scale that lowers the
exemption as income rises.

Tax revenues for the counlies
and Baltimore city are projected
to fall $82 million in fiscal 2009,
which begins July 1, because (he
exemnptions reduce  taxabie
income, leaving counties with
less to draw on.

But berause the fax package
passed by the General Assembly
takes effect Jan. 1, counties also
stand to lose $41 million in fiscal
2048, ‘which ends fune 30,
according to the Maryland Asso-
ciation of Cownties.

Montgomery is expocted to
veceive about $682.1 million

state aid in fiscal 2009. Before the
special session, the county was in
line to receive $698.7 milkion —
about $16.5 million nore.

It's worse aisswhere

Montgomery fared better
than some.

Anne Amndel, Calvert, 1albot
and Worcester counties will see
actual decreases — not reduced
increases — in state-aid,

Montgomery officials con-
cede {he fallout from the ses-
sion is bettér than a projected
wolst-case scenario from state
budget analysts that called for
cutting aid to courties by $652
million. The counties are
expected to see a $248 million
cut instead.

The Monigomery delegation
Teft Annapolis with a number of
promises about what O'Malley
D) wifl include in the state budg-
et that he will propose in January,
Melanie Wenger, the county's
chief lobbyist, told the County
Council on Tuesday.

O'Malley  committed  to
including $5 million for Ride On
bus service and money for a new
District Courthouse in Rockville
in his fiscal 2009 budget and
agreed to pay for a new science
building at Montgomery College’s
Rockville campus in one year
instead of over two years, she
said.

Perhaps the mest significant
pledge was that O'Malley would
aceelerate the phase-in of an
index that apportions money to
counties where the cost of edu-
cating students is the highest,
Wenger said.

That would mean an addi-
tional $9.2 miflion for county
schools, and would pastially off-
set $19 miltion that the county is
expecied to lose undes changes
to the Thornton formila for K-32
education.

rMalley also commitied to 3.
“substantial increase” in schoul
construction aid, Wenger said.

The pledge was for $55 mil-
lion in additional school con-
struction dollars, said Bormie
Cullison, president of the county
teachers union.

The county also could be on
the receiving end of $12.5 million
after the legisiature closed a cor-
porate transfer tax loophole,
Beach said. But that money is
unpredictable.

“We're certainly not counting
that, That is a very optimistic
number,” he said.

Other counties, including
Prince George's, face far deeper
cuts than Montgomery.

“Alf things considered, it sure
could be a lot worse, Wenger said.
“Not that this is aver”

Stifl to coirte are $220 million
in budget cuts that O'Malley
must identify.

Knapp said he also expects
heavy lobbying to repeal an
expansion of the sales tax to com-
puter sexvices when the General
Assembly returns in January. If
computer services arc removed,
the state would have to find $200
million in additional revenue ox
cut the budget farther.

“There are a lot of maving
pieces,” Knapp said. -

Staff Writer Douglas Tallman
cordributed o this report.



